Quality is an extremely difficult concept to define, describe and measure. Consequently, few academics and authors have attempted to model it and research findings on its influence on key business variables such as profitability and market share are confusing and inconclusive. These problems are compounded in the service sector where the use of objective measures of quality is almost impossible. In this study the pioneering work of Parasuraman, Zeithaml and Berry on service quality is used as framework to investigate the relative influence of service quality dimensions on overall perceptions of service quality in the banking industry. The empirical results show that empathy, assurance and reliability are the service quality dimensions which exert the most influence on consumers' evaluations of overall service quality.
Introduction
Service finns have repeatedly been cautioned about the importance of quality to modem-day consumers (BrOh, 1982: 1; Moss & Richardson, 1985: 7; Rabin, 1983: 12; Carvin, 1988: 216; Barker, 1990) . Quality impacts on both buyingdecisions and on possible brand loyalty (Jacoby, Olson & Haddock, 1971: 578) . Marketers have accordingly begun to use quality as a competitive weapon (Townsend & Gebhardt, 1986: l; Garvin, 1984: 25; Leonard & Sassu, 1982: 164) . Unfortunately existing theory on the role of quality in the business environment is inconclusive. A possible reason is that research on quality and its relevance for business finns has been hampered by the lack of a generally acceptable definition of the concept The result is that empirical work on the influence of quality on key business areas has yielded inconsistent and often conflicting findings. The research has concentrated mainly on the relationship between quality and other key business variables such as profitability, costs, prices, market share, productivity and advertising. Although not absolutely conclusive, research suggests, however, that there is a relationship between business success and the quality production and marketing of quality products and services. In other words, 'quality impacts on the bouom line' (Garvin, 1988: 69) .
Defining quality
Quality is, in the words of Garvin (1988: xi) , 'an unusually slippery concept, easy to visualize and yet exasperatingly difficult to describe'. Some authors have attempted a definition (amongst others BrOh, 1982: 3--6; Parry, 1973: 15; Crosby, 1979: 17) . Juran (1988: 4-5) , on the other hand, is of the opinion that the concept 'quality' cannot be described adequately in a few words. Garvin (1988: 39-46) , in a review of previous attempts to define quality, has concluded that the problem surrounding a definition of quality, is that of coverage. Quality is studied in four disciplines (philosophy, economics, marketing, and operations management) and the result has been a host of competing perspectives, each based on a different analytical framework and employing its own tenninology. According to Garvin (1988: 39-46) five principal approaches to defining quality can be distinguished from these multi-disciplinary approaches: 1. The transcendent approach claims that quality cannot be defined precisely; that it is a simple, unanalyzable property we learn to recognise only through experience.
An example of such a definition is: 'Quality is neither mind nor matter, but a third entity independent of the two ... even though quality cannot be defined, you know what it is'. 2. The product-based approach views quality as a precise and measurable variable. An example of such a definition is: 'Quality refers to the amounts of unpriced auributes contained in each unit of the priced auribute'.
3. The manufacturing-based approach considers conformity to pre-determined specifications and standards as crucial, and regards deviations as a reduction in quality.
An example of such a definition is: 'Quality (means) conformance to requirements'. 4. The value-based approach defines quality in terms of costs and prices, that is, product conformance to specifications at an acceptable price or cost. An example of such a definition is: 'Quality is the degree of excellence at an acceptable price and the control of variability at an acceptable cost'. Garvin (1988: 48) concludes that none of the approaches is perfect -each is vague and imprecise when it comes to describing the basic elements of product quality, yet, each could be of value during appropriate stages of a product's development process. In fact, as Garvin (1984: 29) points out, reliance on a single definition is a frequent source of unnecessary problems.
It is clear that there are almost as many definitions of quality as there are authors on the subject. A critical analysis (from a marketing perspective) of the debate surrounding an acceptable definition of quality does highlight a number of important facts. Firstly, the importance of quality is emphasized. If quality is lacking, in the words of Townsend & Gebhardt (1986: 4-5) 'no sale will occur'. Secondly, the lack of consensus among those who have attempted to define the concept has serious implications for all research which involves quality considerations. Thirdly, the importance of consumer needs and preferences is stressed, even though some commentators have criticized the fact that, initially at least, this aspect was neglected by many who attempted to define quality (Shetty, 1988: 33; Townsend & Gebhardt, 1986: 4) .
Perceptions are an important consideration in the debate about what constitutes quality. Even when quality is defined as conformance to requirements (Crosby, 1979) or as incidence of internal and external failures (Garvin, 1988) , the definitions are hardly objective, as the specifications themselves are based on the perceptions of managers rather than consumers (Zeithaml, 1988: 5) . Managers' perceptions of quality may differ considerably from what consumers regard as quality. It is for this reason that Zeithaml (1988) suggests the use of perceived quality (what the consumer regards as quality) for definitional purposes rather than product-based, manufacturing-based or objective quality-l'8Sed attempts to define quality, Quality seems to be a multi-dimensional concept which may have different meanings for different industries and different disciplines. It appears to be impossible to capture the essence of the concept in a few words and it is possibly even undesirable to do so. A possible alternative may be to describe quality in terms of characteristics or dimensions rather than to attempt to define it in a close-ended manner.
Quality In the services sector
The difficulty of defining and describing the construct 'quality' and its relevance for business firms has been a central theme in this study. The manufacturing sector's difficulties in defining quality are compounded in the service 15 sector. The marketer of a service who is concerned with service quality, faces extensive problems because: -Services are intangible and consumers have few, if any, cues from which to deduce quality (Zeithaml, 1981: 186) . -Services are often produced in association with the customer during employee-customer interaction (the service encounter), which makes the standardization of service quality almost impossible. In addition, the quality of the service encounter will determine the quality of the total service design (Shostack, 1985: 244; Bowen & Schneider, 1985: 128-129 ). -Services are often produced and consumed simultaneously, with the result that prospective buyers cannot, or have limited opportunities to evaluate quality prior to purchasing a service (BrOh, 1982: 164 and 180; Berry, Zeithaml & Parasuraman, 1985: 47) . These problems have made the use of objective measures of service quality almost impossible. Alternative means of measuring quality in services have had to be considered. It is doubtful, however, whether any real objective quality exists -even in the goods sector. Even if quality standards or quality specifications for service delivery are laid down, they are likely to be subjective as they are the result of what is perceived by someone (probably a manager) to be quality. Bowen & Schneider (1985: 140) suggest that customers are in the best position to evaluate quality because of their interaction with employees in the service encounter. Consequently, Parasuraman, Zeithaml & Berry (1988: 13) have proposed that service quality should be measured in terms of what customers regard as quality, sa<alled perceived quality, rather than in terms of devised objective or technical service quality specifications.
Measuring service quality
Parasuraman et al. (1988) based their attempts to measure service quality on an earlier conceptual model of service quality (see . Their reasoning is based on the assumption that services differ from physical products in important respects. As services are intangible, heterogeneous, and production/delivery and consumption cannot be separated, they conclude that service quality can not be measured objectively. In other words, service quality can be measured only in terms of subjective and relative criteria, such as consumer perceptions of quality.
Perceived quality, the central tenent of the model and their means of measuring service quality, is the consumer's judgement of overall quality. Perceived quality differs from objective quality in that it is an attitude which is related to, but not identical to, satisfaction. Furthermore, perceived quality is the result of a comparison between predelivery expectations and perceived actual service.
Parasuraman et al. (1988) believe that quality on the one hand, involves a global evaluation (or attitude) about the superiority of a service. Satisfaction, on the other hand, relates to a specific transaction. In other words, a customer may be satisfied with a particular service but may not regard the service firm as being of high quality. The concepts of service quality and satisfaction are related in the sense that continuous incidents of satisfaction may lead, in time, to perceptions of service quality. Satisfaction is then defined as: • .. . the degree and direction of discrepancy between consumers' perceptions and expectations' (Parasuraman et al., 1988: 17) . Expectations are viewed as a consumer's prediction of the probable outcomes of a service encounter. Parasuraman et al. (1988) concluded that consumers used ten criteria to evaluate service quality irrespective of the service being evaluated (the so-called dimensions of service quality). These dimensions are 47): reliability, responsiveness, competence, access, courtesy, communication, credibility, security, understanding/ knowing the customer, and tangibles.
Further investigations, including empirical testing, led Parasuraman et al. ( 1988) to conclude that the original ten dimensions along which consumers evaluate service quality could be reduced to five. These dimensions are: Tangibles:
refers to physical facilities, equipment and appearance of personnel; Reliability:
refers to the ability to perform a promised service dependably and accurately; Responsiveness: refers to the firm's willingness to provide customers with prompt service and assist them where necessary; Assurance:
refers to the knowledge, skill and, courtesy of employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence; and Empathy:
is characterized by caring and the degree to which customers receive individualized service from employees. The final twenty-two items (measuring these five dimensions) were then divided into two sections. Section A consists of twenty-two statements relating to expectations of service delivery. Section B addresses the same twenty-two issues, but provides for an evaluation of actual service delivery. In other words, for every item or dimension, a respondent will be able to indicate how important he considers the item (Section A) and the manner in which a service firm known to the respondent, performs the item (Section B). The difference between the total score for expectations (Section A) and the total score for actual performance (Section B) will then be a measure of the level of perceived service quality. Parasuraman et al. (1988) named this measuring instrument, SERVQUAL.
Methodology
A probability sampling technique was used in this study. For this purpose, the address lists of the television licence holders of the South African Broadcasting Corporation served as sampling frame. A systematic random sample was drawn, following a random start. The total sample size was 650. The study used a mail survey. In total 180 useable questionnaires were returned which yields a response rate of 1:7.7%. In Table 1 the nature of the respondent group is described in terms of the four demographic variables: gender, age, level of education and home language.
The SERVQUAL instrument was used to measure the evaluations of service quality dimensions in the banking industry amongst the sample of 180 respondents. In addition, respondents were asked to evaluate the quality of S.-Afr. Tydskr.Bedryfsl.1994,lS(t) service they receive from their banks on a four point scale of poor/fair/good/excellent. The complete set of questionnaire items are provided in Appendix A. This overall evaluation of quality (Q) served as dependent variable in this study.
The aim of this research was to address the following two objectives, namely 1. To determine whether or not the original 22 evaluation statements represent measurements of the five service quality dimensions: tangibles, reliability, responsiveness, assurance and empathy as suggested by Parasuraman et al. (1988) . 2. To determine the relative influence (if any) of the consumers' service quality dimensions on their overall service quality evaluation of the banking industry. The first objective was addressed by means of a factor analysis of the original 22 evaluation statements. These results were then used to construct a causal model which was subjected to a path analysis with latent variables to address the second objective. 
Emplrlcal results
To investigate the first objective, a principal factor analysis was performed on the sample correlation matrix of the original 22 evaluation statements (from SERVQUAL). The extraction of five factors was specified to facilitate comparison with the five factor structure found by Parasuraman et al. (1988) . The computer program BMDP4M (Frane, Jennrich & Sampson, 1990 ) was used, by specifying a Direct Quartimin oblique rotation (Jennrich & Sampson, 1966) of the unrotated factor matrix. The resulting rotated factor matrix is shown in Table 2 . items. An example is item 7 (a reliability item) which refers to the need for bank employees to be dependable. To the respondents dependability may not have seemed that far removed from reliability. Items 11, 12 and 16 loaded on Factor 4 and a careful study of the contents of these items suggests that they measure responsiveness. Since only item 22 loaded on Factor 5, an interpretation of this factor is not feasible or sensible.
Of the five factors listed in Table 2 , Factor 1 (empathy) explains 70.8% of the variation in the data space while the five factors cumulatively account for 91.6% of the variation.
After a careful study of the factor analysis results (reported in Table 2 ) the empirical factor structure reported in Table 3 was found to be a sensible structure to enable the construction of a causal model.
The latent variables identified in Table 3 were used to construct a causal model to address the second objective for tangibles, assurance/reliability, responsiveness and empathy, i.e. What is the relative influence of consumers' evaluations of tangibles, assurance/reliability, responsiveness and empathy on their overall evaluation of the service quality in the banking industry? The path diagram (Bollen, 1989; Meis, 1988) which depicts this causal model is shown in Figure I .
Items measuring evaluated service quality may be grouped into items measuring evaluated tangibles (EVT ANG), items measuring evaluated assurance/reliability (EV ASS/ REL), items measuring evaluated responsiveness (EVRESP) and items measuring evaluated empathy (EVEMP). This grouping of the items measuring evaluated service quality is Assurance/reliability Items 7, 9, 14, 15 Responsiveness Items 11, 12, 16 Empathy Items 10, 13, 18, 19, 20, 21 The factor structure pertammg to evaluations of their banks by respondents shown in Table 2 , reveals that all the items reported by Parasuraman et al. (1988) to measure empathy (except item 22) loaded on Factor 1, and those sup-))Osed to measure tangibles, loaded on Factor 2. In addition, items IO and 13 which are supposed to measure responsiveness, also loaded on Factor 1. Although this differs from the findings of Parasuraman et al. (1988) , a careful study of items IO and 13 reveals that they can be interpreted as measurements of empathy. Only two of the items expected IO measure reliability (7 and 9), however, loaded on Factor 3, while two items (14 and 15) expected to measure assurance, also loaded on Factor 3. Although reasons for this deviation are purely speculative, it must be pointed out that items 14 and 15 both refer to a sense of trust between client Figure 1 Causal model for evaluated service quality shown in Fegwe I. Figure I BedryfsLI9k.25(t) The theorelical model shown in Fagure I was filled 10 1be data by using the computer program RAMONA (Browne & Meis. 1990 ). This analysis was performed on lhc sample oorrclation mattix shown in Table 4 and lhc reallS are iepooed in Figure 2 . Figure 2 shows that nooe of lhc four service qulity dimensions has a swistically significant influeoce (a lhc St, levd of significance) on respondents' ovmll evaluations fl service quality in lhc banking indusuy. The influenca r1 evalualOd empadly and evaluaaed ~ 01 service quality evaluation (Q) do approach lhc signifira cal-Off point., however.
To cstlblish lhc exaent to wbicb lhc bypochcsizied model provides an accqnble fil -, lhc dala, lhc mea5111CS m & fl lhc modd have to be considered.. RQding Table 5 , lhc ooafidcnoe interval for lhc disaqmlcy function does Dd iltdllde mo as a lower bound. It DHlSl. lberefQIC. be ooac:.IIMlod that lhc model ( depicte,d in Figure I ) ~ not povide a perfect fit liO lhc data at lhc 95% level of s~ (Mds & Koods, 1989: 145 (EVEMP) is the greatest, it appears that evaluated empathy is the service quality dimension which is the most imponant detenninant of the overall service quality evaluation (Q). From these results it appears that when respondents evaluate service quality in the banking industry as excellent, good, fair, or poor, they appear to be mainly influenced by empathy and assurance/reliability considerations.
Empathy refers to the ability of banks to provide clients with personal and individualized attention, the degree to which bank employees have their clients' best interests at heart and the extent to which banks have business hours which are convenient to their clients.
Assurance/reliability considerations include issues like the dependability of the bank, the accuracy of record-keeping, the degree to which bank employees can be trusted, and the degree to which services are performed when promised.
From the measures of fit of the model listed in Table 6 it is evident that although the hypothesis of a perfect fit is rejected, the reduced model does provide a reasonable fit to the data.
Discussion
With this study we have shown that empathy, assurance and reliability are the quality dimensions of imponance to consumers' evaluation of service quality in the banking industry -a finding which concurs with those reported by Parasuraman et al. (1988: 31) and those reported by Evans & Grant (1990: 17) .
The concept of empathy refers to the degree of caring and to which clients receive individualized service from a bank's employees. In this study the following items were used as measurements of evaluated empathy, namely: -My bank does not give me individual attention; -My bank's employees do not give me individual attention; -My bank's employees do not know what their clients' needs are; -My bank does not have my best interests at heart; -My bank does not tell clients exactly when services will be available; and -My bank's employees are never too busy to respond to their customers' requests promptly.
It should be pointed out that although the final two items listed above usually refer to the responsiveness of banks and their employees, it can also be interpreted as empathy as found in this study.
The tenn reliability relates to a bank's performing services when promised, how sympathetic service banks are when clients experience problems, the bank's dependability, and the accuracy of a bank's record-keeping. Assurance refers to the knowledge, skill and courtesy of bank employees and their ability to inspire trust and confidence. In practice, it may be difficult for respondents to distinguish between these two concepts as found in this study. The items which are considered as measurements of assurance/ reliability are: -I trust my bank's employees; -I feel secure during my transactions with my bank; -My bank is dependable; and -My bank keeps its records accurately.
Managerial Implications
It should be noted that all four items used to measure assurance/reliability relate to service firm employees -the people customers come into contact with during the service encounter. This is also true for several items which were used to measure empathy. Consequently, the importance consumers attach to assurance, reliability and empathy in service delivery, confirms the imponance of human interaction in service delivery and emphasizes the importance of services marketing techniques, such as internal marketing, in the pursuance of maximum service quality.
